The realization of economic convergence of the new member states is one of the biggest challenges that face EU. It raises important questions and problems for research; to determine what processes of regional development are taking place within the Union. In this regard, a key issue that arises and is related to the Bulgarian integration to the economic structures of the EU is the extent to which these processes have an impact on Bulgarian regional development. By applying statistical and economic methods the paper attempts to analyse these processes in the light of similar processes in the EU as a whole and by particular countries -to highlight the general and specific features in the Bulgarian regional development. According the "EU Regional Social Progress Index" and some of its sub-indices the specific places that occupy the Bulgarian regions on NUTS 2 among all other regions of the EU countries are compared and analysed. Based on the obtained results some policy implications are made.
INTRODUCTION
A major issue that arises and relates to the integration of Bulgaria into the EU's economic structures is the degree to which the observed processes are related to changes in internal socio-economic regional disparities. The integration and the related convergence of the less developed countries within the EU leads as rule to an increase of the regional differences, (Totev, S. 2010) . Along with reducing national disparities between EU countries measured by GDP per capita, a clear trend of convergence to the average European level is observed in all Central and Eastern European countries measured by the ratio of GDP per capita in PPS (Purchasing power parity) -the only exception is the Republic of Croatia /see Eurostat: GDP per capita in PPS -EU 28 = 100 -Eurostat is the source for the presented data in the paper/. However, as a rule, indicators for intra-regional dispersion increase for most socio-economic characteristics in less developed EU countries, (the dispersion is measured by the coefficient of variation V= / * 100 -GDP per capita standard deviation divided by the average GDP per capita, in percent). Thus, at NUTS 2 level __________________________ *Correspondence to: S. Totev, Faculty of Economics, Trakia University, Stara Zagora, Bulgaria, 4, "Tzanko Tserkovski" Street, 1164 -Sofia, E-mail:stotev@yahoo.com is the country that has the highest growth after Bulgaria but it is only 31% (columns 13 and 14 of Table 2 ).
Although these high regional disparities in terms of per capita GDP are not associated with high disparities in the dispersion of the unemployment indicator (an indicator that is lower than the EU average for Bulgaria -the dispersion of the unemployment rate is measured in a similar way, as the dispersion of GDP). It is obvious that they pose a serious risk of reaching undesirable regional economic and social disparities -leading to income disparities, unwished migration and all associated with that negative consequences. Table 1 presents the positioning of the Bulgarian's NUTS 2 regions to all regions of EU countries at NUTS 2 level according to the EU Regional Social Progress Index and some of its sub-indices, (the European Union Regional Social Progress Index measures social progress on 50 indicators across the 272 regions of the 28 European Union member states). They determine the unenviable positions occupied by the statistical regions in Bulgaria, not only in terms of the general index, but also to the other observed indices, except for the "environmental quality" indicator. It is interesting that within EU countries the general "EU Regional Social Progress Index" has a positive correlation with the environmental index, whereas in the case of Bulgaria the relation is reversed. In this sense, while having the higher ranking of this general index is associated with better environmental protection on the whole for EU countries, in the case of Bulgaria the relations is negative. The interpretation of this coefficient of correlation literally means that regional development in Bulgaria is at such a stage that the achievement of a higher position with the EU Regional Social Progress Index is associated with a certain deterioration in the quality of the environment. However, such a statement must be accepted with some reservations without being based on more comprehensive information.
Table 1. Level and position of the regions in Bulgaria in relation to all regions in the EU according to the "EU Regional Social Progress Index" and selected sub-indices

NUTS 2 Regions
EU
The observed regional differences in Bulgaria are the result of intensive development of centre-periphery process in terms of the increase of the differences between metropolis Sofia city and the other regions of the countryprocesses that are much more intense than these in the other countries of Central and Eastern Europe. A particularly pronounced difference is observed in the intensive increase of the share of the population in the capital -an indicator that is three times higher than in other countries, (Totev S. 2014). The share of GDP produced in urbanized regions is lowest in the new Central and East European countries that are with weaker economies (see columns 1 and 4 of This is also the reason for the high share of GDP produced per unit of territory (column 10 = ratio of columns 4/7) that shows approximately five times higher relative productivity for Bulgaria than the average for the observed countries (compare 32.8 for Bulgaria with the average 6, 7 in column 10). The relative productivity is determined by dividing the share of GDP produced for a given region (in this case metropolitan regions), to the share of employed in that region. The country with the highest relative performance after Bulgaria is Romania, with only 10 units. For the other two types of territory, average productivity remains close to the average for the observed EU countries. Table 3 presents the level and dynamics of GDP and labour shares as well as the relative labour productivity of the regions corresponding to the Eurostat criteria for metropolitan regions There are no major differences in GDP and labour shares and the relative productivity. The dynamics of Bulgaria and Romania of the productivity indicator is the highest. At the same time, what is specific for Bulgaria is that this increase in the relative productivity of the regions as a whole for Bulgaria is at the expense of the metropolis Sofia city. The data presented in Tables 2 and 3 identify the very high differences between the urbanized regions and especially the capital and the other regions in Bulgaria, compared to the similar differences in the other countries. This is and the main reason for the much higher regional disparities in Bulgaria compared to those in the other EU countries.
SUMMARY
The integration of the countries of SouthEastern Europe into the European open market is a major reason for increasing their regional disparities and affects mostly those with weaker economies. At the same time, these disparities have a far more negative impact on socio-economic indicators, especially in these countries creating even higher economic and social problems. The comparative analysis of the regional differences in Bulgaria with the EU countries identify the country as the one having the highest problems in this respect.
In a European Commission report presenting the challenges facing the EU's regions in 2020 (the "vulnerability index" of the regions) at NUTS 2 level ranked the regions according to their "climatic vulnerability", "energy vulnerability", "vulnerability to globalization" and "demographic vulnerability". The assessment was made at NUTS 2 level for the 268 EU regions. The worst-performing regions have a rank of 100, and those with the best performance are ranked 0. Other regions are located within these ranges, depending on the vulnerability indicator. For example, the Bulgarian Northwestern statistical region is the one that is most vulnerable in terms of demographic indicators and has a rank of 100, see Reference IP / 08/1910 (2008 .
The report highlights the need for all regions to find solutions at local level to address these challenges, according to the degree of their vulnerability.
The main conclusions of the report on regional disparities are: • Significant variations due to globalization; • Diversity in demographic patterns expressing in existing of serious problems for Central and Eastern Europe countries; • Wide-ranging impacts of climate change, mostly with negative economic effects; • High vulnerability of the peripheral regions mainly those in Eastern and Southern European countries.
In general, the statistical regions (NUTS 2 regions) in Bulgaria have the most unfavourable indicators in terms of observed indicators. Only for the climate vulnerability indicator the regions in Greece are expected to be worse affected than those in Bulgaria. This information, no matter that is somehow conditional, nevertheless gives a general picture of how problems that Bulgaria faces in its regional development are identified.
From a regional point of view, the coefficients of variation based on the ranks of the statistical regions for these indicators for Bulgaria are: 14% for climatic vulnerability; 12% for energy vulnerability; 25% for vulnerability to globalization and 41% for demographic vulnerability, which determines serious regional disparities, primarily as a result of globalization and, above all, of demographic vulnerability. This fact of high disparities, in light of the weakest overall indicators regarding vulnerability indices, highlights the seriousness of these interconnected problems with respect to Bulgaria's regional development compared to that of other EU countries.
